Language difficulties in outpatients and their impact on a chronic pain unit in Northwest Switzerland.
Many foreign patients attending our pain clinic are unable to understand one of the four Swiss national languages and are also unable to speak English. Therefore, communication with these patients can be very difficult or even impossible. Consequently, diagnosis and treatment may also prove difficult. Recognizing that language barriers can have deleterious effects, the use of an interpreter is at times the only way to communicate, however, the financial responsibility becomes that of the health care provider. The aim of this paper was to study the aspects of communication with immigrants and to discuss the effect of language difficulties on the organizational structure of a pain clinic. In our analysis, we prospectively included all patients attending our pain clinic between January 1st and December 31st, 2006 and 2008. The mother tongue, rather than the nationality, of the patients and their ability to communicate was registered. In 2006, the communication of 92% of the patients was "good" or "very good". Communication was extremely difficult or impossible in 6% to 7%. No statistically significant difference was found between the number of consultations per patient per mother tongue, irrespective of the patient's ability to communicate. Additionally, the consultation times were significantly shorter in patients with a poor ability to communicate. In 6% to 7% of our pain patients, communication was impossible or extremely difficult. Language barriers can be problematic in all cultures and consultation situations. The average consultation length may be associated with better outcomes in chronic pain patients.